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The date is to Siwa what the olive is to the Mediterranean.
The poorer people live almost entirely on dates. The trunks
of the date palm provide the builder with wood. Palm wood
is used as fuel. Fences are made of palm fronds, and houses
and huts are roofed with them. From the fibre of the palm
tree the women make beautiful mats, and baskets so closely
woven that they will hold water.

The Siwan donkeys, which are remarkable for strength and
size, are said to owe their perfect condition to a diet of dates,
and in a corner of the market I saw a donkey eating his date
ration with enjoyment.

We passed again through the streets of Siwa, and small
brown girls about ten or twelve years old, each one like an
ancient Egyptian statuette, stood frozen in curiosity as we
approached, waiting until we were within a few yards before
running to cover. They were the belles of Siwa. Their
faces were mature, but their bodies were those of children.
Their plaited hair gave them a curiously archaic look, as
if they were wearing the festival wigs of the women in
ancient Egypt. They wear their hair in a number of tight
plaits, and a fringe of them falls over the forehead in a straight
line. It is dressed with an oily, scented unguent in which fig-
leaves have been pounded.

Each little girl wore round her neck a hoop of silver, to some
of which were attached silver discs about the size of a saucer.
These are " Virginity discs," which the girls wear until
their marriage. On the marriage eve the bride, attended
by girls, goes to bathe in one of the springs of Siwa. She
takes the disc from her neck and flings it into the spring;
then, slipping off her garments, she dives into the water.
One small boy is generally allowed to be present at such
ceremonies, and as soon as the ritual is over, he dives down and
retrieves the silver disc, which is preserved for the bride
to hand on to her daughter.

When in full dress, these little girls are loaded with barbaric
jewellery. Enormous ear-rings are attached to their hair,
carrying long chains to which bells are fixed, and huge neck-
laces, often made of beads taken from mummies, encircle
their necks.

I saw these children everywhere, but not once did I see a